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ELECTRONIC PRODUCT INFORMATION SYSTEM 
AND METHOD FOR RETAIL DIRECT MARKETING/CATALOG USERS: 
A CUSTOMIZED "SEARCH ENGINE" 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 
Direct marketing/catalog retail and business-to-business sales represent a significant 
percentage of commerce conducted in the worldwide marketplace. Despite recent development by 
many catalog distributors (Direct Marketers) of internet sites for conducting electronic commerce, 
tbe printed catalog will continue to play an important role in the overall marketing/communication 
mix for creating sales through this distinctive distribution channel. 

A long-lime limitation of printed catalog sales has been the restricted amount of sp'ace 
allowed for conveying essential product information to prospective customers shopping any given 
catalog. For most products and product categories, fractional space page units are used which are 
generally restricted to a product photo, lirriited descriptive copy and price. One could assume that 
vi; internet catalog sites would overcome this problem by having the unlimited capacity to expand 
^ product information at relatively low cost. However, the same habits or customs from the printed 
' catalog page have transferred into the electronic commerce field as witnessed by today's catalog web 
P sites; limited space for sales copy continues to prevail. 

i'li With today's worldwide internet infrastructure, it is now possible to provide catalog 

customers with product information beyond the limitation of the printed page. By so doing, 

CI customers will gain more convenient access to additional product information that will prove helpful 
in making buying decisions through a catalog distributor (Direct Marketer). 

' While it is now possible to provide such convenient access to product information, the 
conflicting objectives between direct marketing catalog distributors and their respective vendors will 
not permit such exploitation of the communication power of the internet. Only through an 
independent third party service provider can such a service be realized. 
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DETAILED DESCRIPTION 
Within the pages of a printed catalog, selective product items by participating vendors are 
foot-noted with a special graphic icon to invite customers to an independent, proprietary web site 
to view additional product information deemed useful in making a buying decision. Each catalog 
page is preferably headed with notice of this internet product information service with this special 
icon/logo next to each participating item number. In a preferred embodiment, an illustrated 
..computer and magnifying glass with a caption, "Want to take a closer look? 
www.productinfolink.com," is used. Other domain addresses could be used for the web site such as 
www.productinfoseek.CQm ,, www.piodiictinrosearchr.nm , www.productinfoq iiestr.nm or. 
ww w.productin fofind. com . 

The unique design of this web site brings the customer first to the home page of the abovc- 
mentioned domain which prompts the customer to type in the name of the catalog they are using. 
P ( This home P a S e also preferably has banner advertising available for an additional revenue source.) 

This leads them to the "sub-home page" of the catalog Direct Marketer (also carrying- banner 
, advertising) which then prompts the customer to enter the product item number (directly off the 
■r.- catalog page). The customer's computer screen then brings up the customized "vendor page" 
,.. providing additional information about the specific product of interest. More product pictures and 
harder selling descriptive copy can be conveyed via this vendor page. In a preferred embodiment, 
hi video product demonstrations are given, providing a much more powerful selling advantage. 
q Customer testimonials and other useful selling messages could be communicated via this customized 
vendor page. Overall, the added strength of this unique communication tool is helpful to the 
customer's buying decision. 

After viewing the vendor page, die customer is invited into the direct marketer's web site to 
place an order with a direct link to this web site. This promotes the use of such electronic commerce 
to reduce the cost of the sales transaction for the'direct marketer. The customer can also choose.to 
go back to the catalog "sub-home page" to enter in additional catalog product item numbers to view 
other products (vendor pages) found in this catalog. 

Attempting to view competitive catalogs (on the part of the catalog customer) will not be 
possible because the user must have the catalog item number from the catalog they are using in order 
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lo link to a vendor page with the product information they seek. Protecting the direct marketer from 
competitive conflicts is important in order to protect the integrity of this internet product information 
system and method. 

A key feature of the web-based communication system supporting catalog sales described 
herein is the use of third party action. While vendors would welcome the opportunity to list their 
web address in their catalog product listings, the catalog director marketer would not allow this due 
,to the loss of control over their customers' actions. Vendor web sites could lead customers to 
competitors or even invite direct sales by the vendor to the customer, thus possibly cutting the 
catalog direct marketer out of the sale. 

Individual catalog companies could provide this same service to their vendors with a similar 
design. However, they are not likely to be a driving force for such a communication service for. 
reasons cited previously. More importantly, adding such an element to their web site would clutter 
it up and slow down the customer's ability to scan the catalog offerings. This would be a direct 
. conflict of objectives for the direct marketer. 'If they were inclined lo provide this service in a 
: manner similar to that described herein, the vendor would be expected to pay for the costs. The web- 
bascd product information system and method described herein will be able to deliver this service 
with a much higher degree of cost efficiency due to the third party's ability to spread the cost of this 
service across multiple vendors, catalogs, and non-related (non-competitive) industries. 

Creative content and selling impact will also be enhanced because the system and method 
described herein hands this control and responsibility directly over to the vendor. Traditionally, this 
has not been the case in the past. Catalog distributors, for the most part, determine the final content : 
and design of any catalog listing. Vendors know the products far better, have superior selling 
knowledge and experience, and employ their own creative/communication resources to deliver high 
impact selling communication. However, vendors' web page content will be restricted in ways that 
will prevent competitive conflicts with their direct marketing distributor partners. 

One of the key elements of this invention is a sophisticated on-line data base (a customized 
"search engine") that manages information controlling all of the vendor web pages and their links 
with their respective catalog direct marketers. Because of the third party control, this data base will 
open itself up to a variety of secure future applications that will facilitate instant access to product 
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information for the benefit of the consumer and vendor. This will assist the consumer in making 
buying decisions in a variety of retail and/or other buying environments, over and above the printed 
catalog page, such as the following. 

Retail Point-of Purchase (POP): 

A key element in the communication system and method described herein is the deployment 
of point-of-purchase (POP) application at the retail store level. Customers exploring retail store 
shelves often find it difficult to get product information assistance. In addition, finding a "product 
knowledgeable" sales clerk is often a challenge (or non-existent). With computer monitors 
strategically placed within a retail store environment, customers can either barcode scan a product 
or type in the skew number (barcode number) via the direct link to www.prodn ctinfolink.com . 
Access to this product information is not only valuable to the retail customer, but also to retail store 
clerks to enhance their ability to detail a product for the benefit of a customer (and the vendor). 
Vendors will highly value this unique opportunity. : 

Retail stores are also able to link this activity to other possible sources of information such 
as inventory availability, in-store coupons or manufacturer rebate programs, etc. In a preferred 
embodiment, this happens tlirough an adapted, customized data base for POP retail use only. 

Co-op Advertising: 

Beyond the use within the printed catalog page, this web-based product information- source 
will also be used in co-op advertising. When retailers run advertising in magazines or newspapers,, 
they often will seek co-op advertising dollars from their vendors. By using 
wvvvv.'productinfolinU.coni - linked vendors, more coop dollars can be attracted with the added 
value provided to the vendor. This can also work in reverse by vendors being able to offer a stronger 
co-op program by participating in this program. 

The same product information benefit will be available in this retail advertising environment 
as described above with the catalog pages. It will have particular value with relatively new product 
introductions that especially lend themselves to product demonstration (via the web-based vendor 
page link with video capabilities.) 
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Web-Based E-Commerce : 

Most catalog distributors have either started c-commerce web sites or are about to embark 
on this new strategy for increasing sales and decreasing selling costs. Product content will affect the 
download time for users and must be briefto facilitate ease of movement through the site for the 
customer (to avoid "clutter fatigue"). For this reason, catalog distributors will want to be brief with 
the product information content within their web site. However, if they do provide a quick link to 
iMSYj^EIQrlucnnfolinJ^ their customers will be able to secure additional product information 
that may make the difference between a sale or no sale. This approach will have the same safeguards 
employed as with the printed catalog version in order to avoid competitive conflicts. It will also 
enhance the sales effectiveness of their web site to the benefit of the customer, distributor/retailer 
and vendor. 

Equally important, linking this service from electronic commerce sites will open up the 
availability of this product information source to distributors who are new on the scene with e- 
commerce sites, have no history of a printed catalog sales presence and no intention of getting into 
the printed catalog business. 

The system and method described herein provides a "win-win" strategy. Vendors would 
value this third party web-based system and method for a variety of reasons. For the first tinie, they 
would have optimum control over the editorial format and content of their selling message via their 
vendor page (since they are paying for this service; certainly vendor pages would have restrictions 
to prevent competitive conflicts with the catalog or retail store distributor.) Vendors would also be 
able to increase the selling strength and potential of retail outlets and catalog distribution by 
strengthening the selling message; increased sales should result. 

Vendors may also realize a point-of-purchase display opportunity at their retail store outlets. 
In a preferred embodiment, participating retail stores have computer screens with internet access 
positioned in the store allowing customers to check out this product information site 16 assist in their 
buying decision. Retail stores will prefer this approach over promoting the individual vendor's web 
address for the same reason cited previously. With the right data base system, this process may be 
speeded up by bar-code scanning the product, causing a direct link to the vendor page on the web- 
based system described herein. 
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Vendors will also be able to use their vendor pages for supplemental product information 
access for their on-line catalog marketers who do not have printed catalogs. On these web sites, 
there is preferably a link directly to the vendor page from the on-line site where the product is listed. 
This system saves the on-line direct marketer set-up time and memory space with similar protection 
afforded to the printed catalog marketers from competitive conflicts. It also eliminates the "clutter 
fatigue" that can result from too much copy/pictoral space on the computer monitor screen. 
[Assuming no or little cost involved, providing this service at no charge to the on-line marketers will 
provide added value for participating vendors. This will permit them to exploit this product 
information access beyond their printed catalog marketer customers. 

Catalog direct marketers will also benefit from the increased sales that would result fr om this 
strengthened product information system. In addition, their printed catalog customers would be 
naturally led into their web site, increasing the percentage of commerce conducted electronically, 
thus reducing sales transaction costs. Catalog direct marketers would also benefit from the new 
revenue source that would result (in exchange for the necessary cooperation that would be required 
between the third party service provider and the catalog distributor). This defraying of printing and 
postage costs would be most welcomed by direct marketers. 

This product information system and method can also enhance catalog direct marketer's use 
of their respective web sites. Rather than the catalog web sites taking the time and devoting the 
memory space required for. vendor page equivalents (for higher impact selling messages), they can . 
simply (at no cost) provide a link to this information on the web-based system, which will then 
immediately return the customer back to the catalog web site. 

Since this third party service provider can spread the cost of this service out over multiple 
vendors and catalog direct marketers within a given industry (by deploying the vendor page into 
other catalog sub-home pages within this web-based system), no single catalog company could 
conceivably.compete on price with the third party internet product information service provider. 

In summary, traditional printed catalog sales will be greatly enhanced by the availability of 
the unique product information service provided by the independent third party proprietary internet 
web-based system described herein. Retail locations will also be able to exploit this product 
information system and method along with retail. co-op advertising potential. To-date, no catalog 
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operations or other retailers are known to be deploying a similar concept, either independently or 
through any cooperative effort. Customers will be belter served and sales success enhanced for both 
the catalog distributor and their respective vendors. The bottom line is improved marketing product 
communications for increased commerce. 

Since virtually all niche markets for consumer and busincss-to-business products are served 
through catalog distributors, the reach of this innovative internet web-based system could potential ly 
be immense and immediate. Hundreds of catalog operations are served by tens of thousands of 
vendors, all of which will have an interest in this powerful new sales communication tool. The 
follow-on retail store use further builds the potential for generating new promotional/product 
communication services. 

Franchising the data-base software and concept of the present invention to other interested 
parties is possible. Such potential may include the likes of a Sears and JC Penney catalog that, for 
the most part, carry. private label products which would preclude use of the general vendor product 
information data base. In addition, franchise opportunities may exist to exploit smaller niche 
markets yet to be discovered. 
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